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Practice-led or multi modal theses (describing examinable outcomes of 
postgraduate study which comprise the practice of dancing/choreography with an 
accompanying exegesis) are an emerging strength of dance scholarship; a form of enquiry 
that has been gaining momentum for over a decade, particularly in Australian and the 
United Kingdom. It has been strongly argued that, in this form of research, legitimate 
claims to new knowledge are embodied predominantly within the practice itself (Pakes 
2003) and that these findings are emergent, contingent and often interstitial, contained 
within both the material form of the practice and in the symbolic languages surrounding 
the form. 
 
This paper draws on Dancing between diversity and consistency: Refining 
assessment in postgraduate studies in dance, a study conducted with funding by the 
Australian Learning and Teaching Council 2006-2008, to critically examine some of the 
issues raised by such degrees. The study‘s structure formed around extensive literature 
reviews into higher degree dance studies; general examination/assessment discussions at 
research masters and doctoral levels; and issues arising from the relatively new artistic 
degrees involving practice components. Focus group discussions and semi-structured 
interviews with 74 supervisors/examiners, research deans and administrators, and 
candidates/graduates elicited the views on assessing practice-led dance research of two 
principal participant groups; the professional dance community represented by Ausdance 
(The Australian Dance Council) and the staff and student cohort  of Australian 
universities who offered dance or related postgraduate degrees. 
 
Tensions arose through the project specifically in terms of deciding what kinds of 
articulations of practice-led dance research might be acceptable at the PhD level.  Here, 
we address underlying issues of interdisciplinarity that arise from the current common 
practice of requiring a written requirement for PhD theses. This leads to a consideration 
of how differing cultural inflections and practices might be incorporated into our reading 
and evaluation of theses, how creative approaches to layered documentation can function 
as durable artefacts of creative research while contributing to the overall ‗knowledge 
generation‘ of the thesis, and what kinds of language structures, such as metaphor, 
allusion and symbol, can be coopted to function generatively in dialogue with other kinds 








Historically, dance as a research field within the academy has been defined 
predominantly in terms of the semiotic analysis of the discourses dance practices create 
and function within, rather than in terms of the materiality of the expert practitioner 
(Melrose 2003). The recent move towards developing practice-led methodologies for 
dance research has both contributed to and been driven by a need to re-valourize the 
artist‘s role in generating the theoretical discourses around dance.  Barbara Stafford 
(2007) points to a similar epistemological separation in the relationship between creative 
arts and physical sciences, in which science has traditionally supplied information about 
art, and argues for an interdisciplinarity that allows art to play a role in the articulation 
and exploration of its own practices. 
 
The drive to reinsert dance artists, Melrose‘s ‗expert practitioners‘, into the 
process of generating the epistemologies on which dance research rests has often been 
tackled via a focus on the dancer‘s body, and the location of knowledge generation in 
practice-led research has consequently been linked to issues of embodiment.  While this 
is certainly true, and the embodied rather than textual nature of dance practice does raise 
unique problems and opportunities, dance practice is still unavoidably textual in the sense 
that it operates by means of the extant frames of cultural and semiotic reference that arise 
from the very specific and material histories that have shaped how dance is created and 
interpreted.  
 
Understanding dance as a discourse as well as a practice raises the issue of 
interdisciplinarity.  An implicit drive towards interdisciplinarity arises from the need, 
embedded in most practice-led higher degree regulations, to write at least part of a 
practice-led dance thesis.  This requirement creates an inherent interdisciplinarity because 
it necessitates a negotiation between the expert practice of the artist and the written 
discourses that surround dance as a scholarly discipline.  As Melrose (2003) points out, 
these two modes of thought are not necessarily easily integrated.  The interest of the 
professional academic lies in defining and examining the discourses that are created by 
and communicated within dance practice.  The interest of the expert practitioner is in 
mastery of the discipline in a practical and creative sense.  The interdisciplinarity 
encountered is thus one of practice versus discourse. 
 
This tension between ‗practice‘ and ‗discourse‘, is embedded within the 
requirement of a written component to the thesis by most institutions offering practice-led 
research degrees. Perhaps surprisingly, the majority of respondents in our study agreed 
that a written component in a practice-led thesis is necessary to contextualize and to fully 
articulate the research findings. This could simply be a result of the historical power of 
the terms ‗practice‘ and ‗theory‘, which Melrose criticizes as an oversimplification of 
what is a complex co-embeddness of both discourse and practice in art-making and in 
scholarly writing.  However, it is also possible that the acceptance of written elements 
within practice-led theses by practitioners we encountered in our interviews is based on 
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an intuitive sense that writing and art-making are not so well delineated by the terms 
‗practice‘ and ‗theory‘ as one might assume. 
 
Could the source of this seeming paradox be to some extent found in the issue of 
interdisciplinarity itself, as well as in issues of embodiment versus text, or practitioner 
versus academic? Arguably, a level of interdisciplinarity in practice-led research is often 
desirable because it places dance as a discourse in dialogue with systems of knowledge 
outside itself.  The issue is not so much one of bodies and words, but of overcoming the 
problem of researching what, as an artist, is essentially one‘s own practice.  While the 
artist enjoys a unique and privileged position in being able to understand and articulate 
the origins, processes and artistic intentions of his/her practice, an artist researches from 
an inevitable position of being ‗inside‘ what is being investigated.  This inside position 
allows a richness and detail that is not possible by any other means. However, it courts 
the danger of becoming a tautology – of presenting as ‗findings‘ ideas or artefacts that are 
simply the inevitable products of their epistemological genesis. 
 
Interdisciplinary research designs allow dance practice to be placed in dialogue 
with other knowledge systems that can provoke the articulation and validation of 
existing, but previously invisible, knowledge in new ways, and can challenge and subvert 
existing practices.  The ‗textural turn‘ that Melrose (2003) identifies as generative of a 
‗divorce between semiotics and aesthetics‘ situates, and rightly so, the relationship 
between ‗spectator‘ and ‗practitioner‘ research as one in which the former has often 
dominated and subsumed the latter.  However, this historical truth perhaps masks the 
potential of the ‗spectator/practitioner‘ dyad to be framed as an equal dialogue between 
two epistemologies in which each challenges and enriches the thinking of the other. 
 
Arts/ science interdisciplinarity has also been similarly problematised. Scientific 
method is analytical and reductive, in that it seeks to isolate variables for testing. This 
makes dialogue with artistic practice difficult in that art is inherently a process of 
synthesis of often multiple, diverse elements of aesthetic and meaning.  However, 
art/science dialogue as a mode of enquiry is not necessarily or inherently problematic.  
Scott deLahunta‘s collaboration with choreographer Wayne McGregor (Random Dance), 
cognition and brain scientists Anthony Marcel and Phil Barnard  (deLahunta 2005) to 
investigate how dance artists perceive phrasing, is an example in which a methodology 
from ‗outside‘, the exercise of using video technology to ‗parse‘ movement into phrases, 
informs the ‗inside‘ knowledge of the dance artists.   
 
In our candidate interviews, there seemed to be a willingness for, and recognition 
of, the necessity of engaging in interdisciplinarity as part of the process of ‗deepening 
practice‘, the primary reason dance candidates identified for pursuing practice-led higher 
degrees.  Perhaps this indicates an instinctive grasp of the need to challenge the 
practitioner viewpoint from somewhere ‗else‘ in order to gain the perspective needed to 
frame practice as enquiry.  Linking these two issues is a somewhat speculative, but 
potentially effective strategy for de-historicizing the tensions of interdisciplinarity in 
practice-led research that have understood practice and writing, and bodies and texts, as 
fundamental points of conflict.  My argument is that the historical construction of these 
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discourses as inherently conflictual, and the political dominance of ‗theory‘ over 
‗practice‘ in the academy have created a false aversion to interdisciplinarity as a primary 
mode of enquiry in the methodological tool-box of the practice-led dance researcher.  
 
The fact that this interdisciplinarity is embedded in the form of university 
requirements for written components that contextualize dance-led research in higher 
degrees, and overwhelmingly supported by the candidates, supervisors and examiners we 
interviewed in our study, suggests another picture. Interdisciplinarity itself is perhaps not 
so much a problem in practice-led research as a solution to the danger of tautology and 
insularity. It is the historical operations of institutional power, mediated by such 
dichotomies as ‗practice‘ and ‗theory‘, and ‗art‘ and ‗writing, and the imbalances and 
distortions these operations have produced, that problematise interdisciplinarity. 
 
Cultural Inflections  
Cheryl Stock 
 
Despite these institutional strictures, interdisciplinary approaches in relation to 
practice-led research (or multi-modal theses) are being actively encouraged. With recent 
changes in Australian research policy through ERA (Excellence in Research in 
Australia), there is also formal recognition of the contribution to the research 
environment of the danced thesis and creative arts practice in general; what Dawn 
Bennett (2009) refers to as ‗legitimised creativity‘.  In a climate of reduced professional 
arts funding, Australia is facing the situation that universities are increasingly ‗relied 
upon to provide a refuge for arts practice‘ (Gye 2009). This has largely been the impetus 
for the development of multi-modal research theses over the last two decades in UK and 
Australia. Our research shows that these developments have occurred within western, 
specifically Eurocentric perspectives through literary, philosophical and often cultural 
studies methodological lenses. Whilst such perspectives may be recognised as common 
international academic frameworks for creative arts, social sciences and the humanities, 
and many students/ researchers from other cultures and continents work within them, I 
would argue such approaches rest on assumptions that may not necessarily cross over 
into some culturally specific or more traditional arts practices. 
 
Although the body is universal, understanding of the dancing body is not, but 
rather is dependent on both socio-cultural context and style/genre. Whilst we can argue 
that the danced thesis captures these differences through the exegesis, contextualising and 
illuminating the particular danced practice at the centre of the research, this does not take 
into account that fundamentally different world views may negate the conceptual 
underpinnings of this approach. I would argue that currently practice-led research tropes, 
though still fluid and emergent, are predominantly secular in outlook and favour an 
individuated, ego-driven approach even when the work is collaborative. By ego-driven, I 
mean that our scan of practice-led research degrees in Australia shows that the field 
comprises mainly single practitioner/researchers investigating their personal practice, 
albeit situating it within a broader field. This has led to concerns about ‗self-
referentiality‘, identified through our research at industry forums and through interviews 
(Phillips, Stock, Vincs 2009).  
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Similarly, research designs or methods in the multi-modal thesis models discussed 
in this paper, whilst encouraging a more poetic, metaphoric and allusive language, can 
nevertheless be argued to favour a particular form of analytical and critical discourse. 
Indeed in the first section we have discussed dance as contributing to other knowledge 
systems to form a kind of semiotic synthesis through interdisciplinarity. On the other 
hand, preliminary findings of a current Australian study reveal that ‗models most 
compatible with the creative arts may in fact be more aligned to the experimental 
methods of the sciences than the interpretive and reflective approaches in the humanities‘ 
(in Miller 2009). However, in some cultural practices it may be more relevant to 
represent dance as situated within a genealogy, both embodied and historicised, 
especially in practices that are centred on spirituality. 
 
Do the current models serve holistic dance practices in which the dancing body is 
the representation of a spiritual force or entity that transcends the individual performer?  
Indian or Cambodian classical forms which are steeped in spiritual meaning through 
codified physical forms and gestures can of course be ‗translated‘ and even illuminated 
via western analytical and interpretive tools.  However, being ‗inside‘ the practice takes 
on a different significance when spirituality drives the investigation. Even in a 
commercially successful international company with dancers trained in classical and 
contemporary dance such as Cloud Gate Dance Theatre, the pervading influence of 
Buddhism on the artists and the choreographic processes is fundamental to a deep 
understanding of making and receiving the work. Lin Hwai-min (1999) explains that 
‗[w]e use meditation to centre the body and mind‘ creating movements of ‗active 
meditation‘. Solomon (1995, 260) reminds us that this Buddhist concept of the ‗subtle 
body‘ is constructed through meditation and philosophy, mapped by chi or energy flows.  
 
One could argue that the body‘s relation to time and space are the universal 
elements of dance practice across all cultural inflections and, in research, form essential 
components not only of practice but of its exegetical interpretations. As Cooper (1996, 
298) points out, space and time shape our intuition and ‗conditions of sensibility‘, 
without which we cannot experience the world. Whilst this may be true for all cultures, 
time and space are also culturally and socially constructed by specific philosophical and 
spiritual beliefs, as is the body and the way we experience the relationship between these 
three elements. 
 
In dance practice which emanates from a spiritual place, as in much Asian dance, 
concepts of space are similarly tied to views of the cosmos with importance given to 
metaphysical space, illustrated in Buddhism through mandalas or cosmic diagrams. In 
such philosophical world views, the ‗void‘ or the fullness of emptiness‘, as it is 
sometimes described in English, expresses the indefinable ‗in between-ness‘ of time-
space; the ‗interval between the yin and the yang’ and an ‗in-between state of mind‘ 
(Trinh 1991, 233); similar to the interstitial time-space of the Japanese concept of ma. 
The circularity which informs spatio/temporal thinking, language, philosophies and 
conceptualisation in Sino-Asian and South Asian cultures, for example, arguably creates 
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a fundamental dissimilarity to spatio/temporal views of the world and our place within it 
emanating from a Greco/Roman perspective. 
 
These differentiated world views impact on dance practice and the way it is 
theorised and talked about. For example, dance is at the centre of spirituality in Hindu 
cultures and through its ‗merging spiritual and physical control‘ has ‗the power to 
transport both dancer and viewer‘ to a new place (Wright 1995, 53). In a more practical 
sense, Padma Menon (1997, 123) observes that in classical Indian dance ‗one never talks 
about movement in terms of body and space but always movement in terms of meaning 
and time‘.  I would argue that these differences and belief systems are more than 
paradigms – lenses through which we see the world – but are fundamental to practice and 
how we represent that practice in textual or other forms.  
 
Language representation is a related challenge.  In international doctoral theses it 
is common to write in English which may be a second, third or even fourth language for 
some candidates.  Verbal and written translation of contextualisation and articulation of 
practice inherently distorts, and not only because one may be translating from a tonal, 
monosyllabic, character-based (‗pictorial‘) language to a discursive word based language 
such as English. Conceptual and expressive thought is tied to the very structure of 
language as well as to differing sociocultural and philosophical associations around 
‗words‘ or ‗phrases‘ or ‗ideograms‘.   
 
The potential for misinterpretation of course also extends to the kinetic and 
audiovisual languages of the practice as well as the world view underpinning them. This 
is highlighted by a review of a dance program by innovative Malaysian/Australian 
intercultural artist Tony Yap (in Humphrey and Flynn 2006), whose solo dance practice 
which he refers to as ‗trans migration‘, is based on a form of Melaccan trance dance 
known as sen-siao (‗spirit cloud‘). Hilary Crampton, (2007, 4) discusses the ‗difficulties 
of shared understanding when artists seek to cross the cultural divide‘. In the work How 
could you ever begin to understand by Tony Yap and Yumi Umiumare (Australia/Japan), 
she observes (ibid.): 
 
Drawing on Shamanism and Japanese Butoh, exploring mysticism and the spiritual 
dimension that seems so appealing and so unattainable to Western eyes, their 
performances leave one with the a sense they have journeyed to a place we can never 
find. 
 
This is not just a problem for a reviewer but is further compounded in evaluating 
practice-led research degrees by an already small pool of international examiners who 
may be asked to examine theses where a high level of specific cultural expertise and 
language is required. Whilst ethnographic studies have a long history of providing us 
with potential etic or ‗outside‘ views of culturally specific dance practice, how do we 
facilitate the emic or ‗inside‘ views of the practice by practitioners in a way that can be 
‗read‘ or evaluated by those operating in other cultural frameworks, without taking a 
reductive or ‗explanatory‘ stance? There is no easy solution to this dilemma of cultural 
border crossings, but the questions need to be raised and the potential for 
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misunderstanding needs to be always at the forefront of candidates‘ and examiners‘ 
minds. 
 
This challenge is exacerbated when practice-led research is undertaken in 
traditional practices, rather than in more open-ended and experimental (inter)cultural 
forms. How do we evaluate original contributions to knowledge in highly codified and 
specific forms and, often, gestural languages framed by specific aesthetics (such as the 
concepts of rasa and bhava in classical Indian dance) in ways that go beyond technical 
excellence, contextualisation and subtlety of interpretation? Can the exegesis to the 
practice be re-versioned in a way that supports a different way of ‗being in the world‘? Is 
the creative practice / exegesis model even relevant or of interest for some dance 
practices? As an artist and supervisor who has worked interculturally for over two 
decades, particularly with North and South East Asian artists and students, this is a 
dilemma I constantly face. 
 
In a globalised academic environment, research higher degree students and 
researchers inevitably cross cultural and geographical borders. This means that context 
must be foregrounded to ensure the local is not subsumed in the global. Assuming the 
practice / exegesis multi-modal model is embraced by other countries, one of the 
solutions which may accommodate some cultural dance practices could be a more 
‗embodied friendly form‘ for the exegesis. Just as thesis by publication is now an 
accepted doctoral model, could videoed interviews become the major part of the 
exegetical output, along with a contextual statement? Carefully structured to illuminate 
processual interrogation of the practice, such interviews would capture some of the 
intuitive and serendipitous qualities of art-making and also enable artist/researchers to 
reveal through their body language, physical gestures and movement exemplars; the ‗in-
between‘ elements and nuances not possible through words alone.             
 
Documentation or stilling ephemerality.  
Maggi Phillips  
 
Exegetical discourse constitutes the grounds for a study‘s documentation, 
conventionally the final task to accomplish before the candidate submits the thesis for 
examination. Concerns raised above together with their indications of possible re-
visioning of protocols, made more evident by the relative new-ness of multi-modal 
artistic degrees, logically extend into issues of documentation.  
 
Dance‘s celebrated non-verbal and ephemeral nature has long mitigated against its 
inclusion into learned western academies where print or durable outputs have emerged as 
synonymous with scholarship. In contrast to societies where knowledge was perceived as 
a permanent living phenomenon sustained by orality and physical continuities, cultures 
which developed writing and, subsequently, print discovered alternative means of 
transmission which gradually transformed knowledge into a concept of progression. In 
the latter worldview, research is discovery or extensions into something new, activities 
that, as the saying goes, do not reinvent the wheel. Documentation thus emerges as an 
attribute of knowledge, normally encapsulated in word, replete with the interdisciplinary 
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challenges that Vincs and Stock have already noted. The new multi-modal theses face the 
problem of transforming the knowledge transmitted in ephemeral live performances into 





 century, digital recordings have, in one sense, superseded ongoing 
efforts to notate or write in some symbolic form the intricacies of movement, but digital 
reproductions bring their own difficulties to the transmission challenge which doctoral 
candidates who delve into ‗liveness‘ knowledge/s now encounter. A screen version of a 
live performance flattens the experience of the live encounter; ―the camera‘s monocular 
vision determines the selection of a particular point of view‖ and the incorporation of 
edited multiple viewpoints means ―that each view is located in time in a linear and often 
progressive relationship with the others‖ making it difficult to show parallel events taking 
place in a single space (Rye 2003, 118). Most significantly, the digital documentation 
converts a kineasthetic three-dimensionally structured performance into a manipulated, 
perhaps highly articulated, two dimensional product which, in the strictest sense, is a 
distinctly different art work (Lycouris 2000, Pakes 2003, Piccini 2003, Rye 2003 & 
2003b). Yet, as Caroline Rye notes ―if one wishes one‘s research to have a life beyond its 
original live manifestation, and thus be available to a broader research community, the 
practitioner/researcher has to engage with the creation of appropriate performance 
documents‖ (Rye in Puccini 2003). Compromises, Rye suggests, may be inevitable. 
 
However, compromise turned on its head can invite innovation in documentation 
conventions, potentially placing artists as leaders in alternative means of knowledge 
conservation and transmission. Such positioning, in fact, adheres to one prominent 
marker of doctoral candidature, the individual‘s capacity for independent thought which 
Rye herself demonstrates through her construction of a fully digitalised thesis which 
interweaves 
  
diverse discourses: writing, sound, photography, video. Like the multi-
view point principle of video documentation this plethora of expressive 
forms does not suggest an all-encompassing totality but recognizes that 
not everything can be conveyed by one single medium, be it the screen, 
writing, or performance. It acknowledges the differences between 
things and the different types of knowledge that different forms of 
expression can provide (Rye 2003, 122). 
 
Some six years later, digitalised theses are well on the way to replacing their printed 
counterparts, although the complex issues of copyright have not wholly been resolved. 
Power relations aside, the actuality that digitalisation is commonplace means that 
documentation ideas expressed by Rye no longer need to fight against institutional 
scepticism. 
 
Moreover, digitalisation introduces alternative means of contextualisation and 
conceptualisation which, rather than replicating the live experience, extend upon and 
explicate the knowledge therein expressed. William Forsythe‘s documentation in 
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Improvisation Technologies (1999) is a case in point. The initial impetus of this CD-Rom 
was to provide new company dancers with a comprehensive overview on Forsythe‘s 
working philosophy which could be studied prior to or alongside working with the 
choreographer. At the same time, this professional perspective is a research document 
that illustrates how overlays of lines and geometric shapes can assist in explaining 
physical ideas travelling through moving bodies. Improvisational Technologies does not 
analyse the works as such but makes visible the theoretical underpinning of Forsythe‘s 
compositional strategies. This Forsythe example is very much an intra-disciplinary 
incursion into embodiment, just one example of the multiple possibilities available to 
choreographers, teachers and therapists who are committed to explicatory processes 
through digital documentation.  
  
Innovation is the catch-cry of the new technologies but what of the utilisation of 
more traditional means in forming documentation? Daria Loi‘s description of 
constructing a thesis in the form of an unfolding suitcase, complete with metaphorically 
designed compartments, exemplifies this perspective, bringing form and knowledge into 
a potent idea wherein the state of liveness can be, like design, a potential rather than a 
liability. Loi‘s suitcase may be more amenable to library conditions than a live 
performance but the suitcase, a physically awkward object for storage, does suggest that 
documentation can be diverse, unpredictable and delivered for transmission purposes into 
conservation institutions. Loi proposes ―that the boundaries of what constitutes a 
postgraduate thesis should be 'stretched' to enable new ways of addressing, demonstrating 
and accessing content and to allow different individuals to embark on research that is 
sympathetic to their potential research capabilities and methodological beliefs‖ (Loi 
2004, 11). It is a statement about correspondence of form and concept, indicating that 
digitalisation alone may not be the answer. Ultimately, the documentary form is 
dependent on the conceptual fit or explanatory power of the chosen medium/media, the 
subject and the ultimate ‗visibility‘ of the findings.  
 
Rather than an activity that comes after, like the traditional write-up, 
documentation can be perceived as integral to the emergent methodologies of multi-
modal theses, a coherent aspect of the task to impart insight (Cologni 2003). It may be a 
matter of cumulatively recording interrogatory processes or of collating research 
materials (images, objects, articles, books, plants and/or detritus) that are accumulated 
prior to or in parallel with investigations in the studio. For inquiring choreographers or 
teachers, analytical reflexivity includes retracing interconnections or gathering material 
evidence of the creative route taken. The composition of ideational tracks arguably 
constitutes a companion output, rather than a reproduction of the performance or process 
iteration (Lycouris 2000). 
  
Admittedly, documentation of any form does place an added imposition on 
practitioner researchers of live performance; the practice and its documentation 
demanding a certain mastery of two or more distinct sets of skills. However, I am not 
convinced that such an imposition is unwarranted: all researchers to a greater or lesser 
degree have to translate their ‗practices‘ into a format of dissemination so why should 
performing arts be exempt? Significantly, Loi‘s courage in submitting the unfolding 
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suitcase as the output of a doctoral journey reflects attributes of ‗doctorateness‘ identified 
by examiner respondents in our project: characteristically doctoral theses manifest 
―transformative imagination‖(DD/QQt16); they are ―courageous, thoughtful‖ 
(SE/WMu14); and they evoke ―more than a personal capsule view; a sustained processual 
perspective‖(SE/QQt07). 
 
Resourcefulness in documentation, if legible in the chosen media, befits the 
pursuit of new knowledge in the context of the as-yet un-thought/un-danced potential in 
interdisciplinary and culturally perceptive manifestations emerging in these multi-modal 
theses. Most importantly, documentation must emerge from courageous engagements of 
dance in the world of human experience, albeit local or global, with a consciousness of 
dance‘s diverse heritages and futures and its ever-recurrent liveness. Danced doctoral 
degrees can challenge conventions such as the unproductive separations of writing/theory 
and practice and, on the other hand, can promote respect of cultural inflections emanating 
from alternative worldviews with their intrinsic capacity to illuminate and expand upon 
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